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GLOBAL LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PLANS
Engaging Students as Agents in Their Own Development
ELIZABETH K. NIEHAUS, MEGAN A. O’ROURKE, AND
DANIEL T. OSTICK

Introduction
Students need look no further than their immediate
surroundings to see global connections to their daily
lives. Their clothes are made across the world; their
classmates, neighbors, and coworkers represent a wide
range of nationalities; their friends are posted overseas
in the Peace Corps, the military, and with humanitarian
organizations; and issues of human rights at home and
abroad are broadcast daily on their TVs and favorite
blogs. From business and politics, to environmental
activism and social change, issues are seldom contained
within the borders of a nation state. They seep and soar
across borders and across cultures to impact us in ways
we may not even realize. It is within this global context
that our students live, so it’s vital that our students have
competencies to ﬂourish as the global leaders of tomorrow (or, for that matter, the global leaders of today).
Mendenhall (2008) deﬁned global leaders as “individuals who effect significant positive change in
organizations by building communities through the
development of trust and the arrangement of organizational structures and processes in a context involving
multiple cross-boundary stakeholders, multiple sources
of external cross-boundary authority, and multiple
cultures under conditions of temporal, geographical
and cultural complexity” (p. 17). While there is no one
agreed-upon list of competencies needed for eﬀective
global leadership, leadership scholars have identiﬁed
a number of goals for global leadership development.
These include the ability to recognize that people from
diﬀerent cultures have diﬀerent ways of looking at the
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world, identify culturally deﬁned diﬀerences, identify
with others who are diﬀerent from oneself, be ﬂexible
and adaptable in diﬀerent cultural contexts, communicate and build teams across diﬀerence, and be curious
about and learn from other cultures (Cohen, 2007;
Dalton, Ernst, Deal, & Leslie, 2002; Gerzon, 2006).
A number of scholars have pointed to the importance of international experience in fostering global
leadership development (McDougall, 2009; Niehaus &
Komives, 2009; Oddou & Mendenhall, 2008). In
the context of university education, research on study
abroad has found a number of positive outcomes that
reﬂect the previous list of competencies. For example,
compared with students who have not studied abroad,
students who study abroad have greater knowledge and
understanding of other cultures (Bates, 1997; Hutchins,
1996; Williams, 2005), are better able to identify with
people from other cultures (Drews & Meyer, 1996), are
more ﬂexible and adaptable (Black & Duhon, 2006;
Willard-Holt, 2001), are better able to recognize and
appreciate cultural diﬀerences (Bates, 1997; Hutchins,
1996), are more emotionally resilient and independent
(Black & Duhon, 2006), and are more interested in
learning about other cultures (Carson & Widaman,
1988; Forgues, 2005; Hadis, 2005; Hutchins, 1996).
Despite the great potential for study abroad to lead
to global leadership outcomes, very few university
students in the United States study abroad each year.
According to the Institute for International Education
(IIE, 2011a), in the 2009–2010 academic year, only
270,604 US students studied abroad. Of those who did

S Y M P O S I U M

study abroad, the vast majority were women (63.5%)
and White (78.7%) (IIE, 2011b). Students who do
not study abroad often cite financial limitations,
family obligations, strict academic requirements, or
other signiﬁcant barriers that will not soon be overcome (Dessoﬀ, 2006; Salisbury, Umbach, Paulsen, &
Pascarella, 2009; Van Der Meid, 2004). Clearly, international study cannot be the only way that universities
foster global leadership development.
For students who do study abroad, increasingly that
international experience is very short term. Over half
(56.6%) of the university students in the United States
who study abroad each year do so for fewer than 8
weeks (IIE, 2011a). Most of the research connecting
study abroad to global leadership outcomes focuses on
much longer programs, and evidence from shorter-term
programs is mixed. While some studies have found student outcomes from short-term programs to be similar
to longer programs (e.g., Chieﬀo & Griﬃths, 2004),
other studies have found signiﬁcant diﬀerences between
short- and long-term programs (e.g., Casteen, 2006;
Kehl & Morris, 2007; Smith, 2008). In order to reach
more students and foster a deeper, more meaningful
global leadership development experience, universities
need to ﬁnd ways to both enhance short-term studyabroad experiences and to create opportunities at home
for students to develop the capacity to engage in global
leadership.

Global Leadership Development Plans
In an eﬀort to do just this, the authors of the current
article, who also serve as instructors in an academic
leadership program at a large research university, worked
through two academic courses to develop an approach
that could be used to both foster global leadership
development at home and deepen students’ engagement
in a short-term study-abroad experience. This approach
was the Global Leadership Development Plan (GLDP).
CONTEXT

The two courses in which the GLDP approach was
implemented both focused on the topic of global leadership and were part of a broader curricular leadership
program. The ﬁrst course was part of a yearlong experiential education program in which students enrolled

in a six-credit leadership course spanning two semesters, interned with a community agency that addresses
global issues, and participated in a 10-day international
service-learning experience in Uganda. Most students
in this program were sophomores and were selected
through a competitive application process. The second course was a one-semester course, Leadership in
a Global Context, exploring the basic foundations
of global leadership theory. The course took place
entirely on campus and was open to any student at the
university.
The idea of engaging students in their own global
leadership development through Global Leadership
Development Plans was first conceptualized within
the context of the yearlong program, which originally
involved a weeklong study-abroad experience in the
Czech Republic. During the ﬁrst year of the program,
the time in the Czech Republic was spent attending
lectures and participating in organized tours of cultural
and historic sites. While students learned much from
their time abroad, they were often bored and disengaged from the experience and failed to see how what
they were learning about the people, history, and culture of the Czech Republic related to leadership. As
instructors of the course, we felt that a more hands-on,
experiential approach would help students make the
most of such a short period of time abroad, and that
we could enhance their leadership learning by involving
them more speciﬁcally and intentionally in connecting
their experiences abroad to their leadership development. The next year we created the Global Leadership
Development Plan (GLDP) assignment, the focus
of this article. At that time we also began exploring
alternatives for the international immersion experience, ultimately switching from the Czech Republic to
a service-learning focused study-abroad trip to Uganda.
After experiencing success with the GLDP assignment
in the yearlong program, the assignment was adapted
for Leadership in a Global Context, a one-semester
course created for students interested in global leadership who were not part of the program.
P U R P O S E A N D L E A R N I N G O U TC O M E S

The purpose of the GLDP assignment was to engage
students in their own global leadership development,
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on campus and/or abroad. We wanted to create a
framework through which students could develop
their global leadership capacity without leaving the
country, while at the same time enhancing the learning from a short-term study-abroad opportunity. The
GLDP approach reﬂects our three core assumptions
about teaching global leadership. First, we recognized
that students all came to our classrooms with diﬀerent
strengths, weaknesses, and life experiences. As such, the
global leadership competencies that needed to be developed would vary from person to person. We wanted
to create a way to individualize the learning outcomes
for each individual student. Second, we believed that
experiential learning was necessary for leadership development in general, and particularly important in global
leadership development. Finally, we believed that what
students learn from an educational opportunity is
directly related to the extent to which they are invested
in that opportunity (Astin, 1999). Therefore, we felt
that allowing students to create their own leadership
development plans would increase that investment and
thus increase their learning and development.
I M P L E M E N T I N G G L D Ps

The GLDP assignment took place in four parts. First,
if students were to create their own development plans,
it was necessary for them to have a framework with
which to judge their current strengths and areas for
growth. Second, students had to actually create a plan
and execute it. Third, following best practices in experiential learning, students reported and reﬂected on what
they were learning from executing their plan. Finally, it
was important that students think of global leadership
development as a lifelong process, so they were asked to
do a concluding, forward-thinking Future Leadership
Development Plan. Each of these steps is detailed in
the following sections.
Self-Assessment

The ﬁrst step in the Global Leadership Development
Plan process was for students to complete a self-assessment to help them identify strengths and areas for
growth. Over the past few years we have used a number of different assessments with students, including the Global Mindset Inventory, the Intercultural
Effectiveness Scale, and the Global Competence
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Aptitude Assessment. There are a number of other
useful assessment tools that could be used, including
the Intercultural Development Inventory, the CrossCultural Adaptability Inventory, the Multicultural
Personality Questionnaire, the Intercultural Readiness
Check, and the Global Competencies Inventory, just
to name a few. These assessments can be used alone
or combined with other traditional leadership assessments, such as the Socially Responsible Leadership
Scale (SRLS), the Myers-Briggs Type Inventory
(MBTI), or StrengthsQuest. Each of these assessment tools diﬀers in terms of the speciﬁc content of
what is assessed, the intended respondent population,
and of course the cost and mode of assessment. For
a good review of the various global leadership assessments available, please refer to Bird (2008) and Stuart
(2009).
Most recently, we have begun using the Global
Competence Aptitude Assessment (GCAA) because it
most speciﬁcally addresses the competencies that we are
interested in developing with our students. The GCAA
asks speciﬁc historical, geographical, and situational/
hypothetical questions, rather than relying on students’
self-report of their own competencies, which we have
found to provide a more accurate assessment of students’ strengths and weaknesses (e.g., when using other
instruments that relied more on self-report, some students would end up with incredibly high scores because
they lacked self-awareness but did not lack self-conﬁdence!). The GCAA has both an adult and a youth version, while many other assessments are focused on the
business world. Ultimately, though, the most important
part is to do some sort of self-assessment in order to
provide a foundation from which students can build a
plan for their own development.
The Plan

Building from the completed assessments, students were
asked to create a plan for increasing their capacity to
engage in global leadership. The assignment began with
a narrative in which students reﬂected on the outcomes
of their global leadership assessment and evaluated what
they would identify as their own strengths and weaknesses. Next, students outlined three to four goals for
the semester or year and listed speciﬁc strategies for
accomplishing each goal; we encouraged students to
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develop goals that were speciﬁc and measurable, and to
think about how they would know if they had accomplished their goals. In both courses students were asked
to submit multiple drafts of the plan in order to encourage them to think of these plans as living documents,
rather than static assignments that they could turn in
and forget about. Students employed a number of strategies to achieve their global leadership development
goals, including consuming news from international
outlets such as BBC or Al Jazeera, listening to National
Public Radio podcasts while walking to class, joining
new student organizations, spending time with international students, attending cultural fairs, exploring
study abroad opportunities, attending diﬀerent religious
ceremonies, and volunteering as conversation partners
with non-native English-speaking students.
Execution and Reﬂection

The development plan for students did not stop when it
was written; that was only the beginning of the experience. After writing their plans, students were expected
to execute them and to reﬂect on their experiences. As
students worked through their plans, they discovered
new ideas, encountered complicated problems, were
faced with conﬂicting opinions, and saw new avenues
of growth for themselves. Throughout the courses, students were asked to report back with “development
plan progress reports” or journals that tracked not only
their accomplishment of goals and objectives, but also
encouraged students to make meaning of what they
experienced and think about what that might mean
for further learning. This classic “what/so what/now
what” approach required students to critically reﬂect on
how they could push their learning further. If speciﬁc
objectives were not working, they could adapt them to
better ﬁt their goals. If they discovered an interesting
area to explore further, they could develop new goals. If
they struggled with an idea, they could look for more
information. And if they identiﬁed a new area that they
did not know anything about, they had the freedom to
explore.
While students were working independently on their
development plans, it was also important to bring that
experience into the group setting. In our classes, students shared their plan updates with other students
to ﬁnd common themes, learn from each other, and

discover new resources. Students could also ask each
other questions, giving them an opportunity to share
and communicate what they were learning. In the yearlong program, at the end of the ﬁrst semester, students
also developed storyboards that shared graphically what
they had done and learned. In a gallery-type setting,
students displayed their storyboards and shared stories
of learning and engagement with each other.
As instructors we followed this process through each
stage, from plan development and progress reports,
to group sharing and storyboard presentations. Our
feedback to students was critical in the process, asking
students to dig deeper, helping them ﬁnd connections
between ideas, oﬀering additional resources that help
them achieve their goals, and encouraging their progress throughout. Sometimes students did not know
what they did not know, and the instructors played a
critical role in guiding students toward greater global
leadership competency.
Moving Forward

While the GLDP assignment guided students through
goals and strategies for enhancing their capacity to
engage in global leadership over the course of a semester or year, we also recognized that global leadership
development is a life-long process. In order to convey this to students, at the end of each course students
were asked to create a Future Development Plan, which
paralleled the initial assignment. This was meant to
be a culminating reflective activity—students were
asked to ﬁrst write a narrative reﬂecting on where they
started at the beginning of the semester/year, how
they had developed over the course of the semester/year,
and what they now considered to be their most signiﬁcant global leadership strengths and areas for growth.
Finally, students again listed three or four goals for their
global leadership development and strategies that they
would employ to achieve these goals. Unlike the initial
GLDP assignment, however, these goals and strategies
were expected to reach well into the future. For example,
students have written about plans to study abroad (either
before they graduate or in graduate school), intern or
work for an international nonproﬁt organization, learn
a new language, engage with an internationally focused
student organization, explore job opportunities abroad,
or take additional courses with a global focus.
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W H AT W E H AV E L E A R N E D

Conclusion

In implementing the GLDP assignment multiple times
in the yearlong course and once in the semester-long
course, we have learned a number of lessons about the
challenges inherent in this approach. First, students are
very busy people, yet their goals were often quite ambitious. It was diﬃcult for most students to achieve the
grand goals that were originally laid out in their plans.
For example, most students do not have the time to read
the New York Times every day. To help students overcome
this challenge, we used the class check-ins and written
updates to provide a forum for instructors and peers to
help students think of alternatives, such as listening
to podcasts while walking between classes or following
the New York Times international news website twice a
week.
A second major inhibition was the students’ own
imagination. As stated earlier, students do not know
what they do not know. Several students struggled with
creative and fun ways to learn more about global issues and
engage in the multicultural community on campus
and in the local area. The self-assessment helped with
this challenge, as it provided a basic framework for students to think about their strengths and weaknesses.
In order to inspire new ideas, we also provided lists of
possible activities and encouraged students to discuss
their plans in class so that they could learn from one
another. In doing so, however, we always walked a ﬁne
line between providing support and limiting students’
thinking to the suggestions provided.
Finally, we also learned that our own global leadership capacities can inﬂuence how well we are able to
foster global leadership development with our students.
Students often struggle with what they are learning
about war, genocide, poverty, and other forms of suﬀering around the world—we must also wrestle with these
issues in order to help our students grow and develop.
Likewise, we have to be able to carry on intelligent
conversations with our students about any number of
global current events, be familiar with various news
sources where our students are seeking information,
and be willing and able to model positive global leadership development behaviors to our students. Ultimately,
we have to be willing to learn from our students as they
teach us what they are learning.

As leadership educators we have seen the power of
engaging students in their own leadership development through Global Leadership Development Plans.
Students in these courses have grown from curious, but
relatively uninformed spectators, to fully participatory
agents in their own global leadership development.
This growth is particularly noteworthy considering
that students in one course substantially improved their
global leadership capacity without any international
experience, while students in the other course did so
with only 1 week abroad. Our experience shows the
potential for GLDP to both facilitate global leadership development at home and to enhance short-term
experiences abroad. Although our experience is limited
to a higher education context, these plans could be
easily implemented in the corporate, government, or
nonproﬁt sector.
As colleges and universities look for strategies
to engage students in the world around them and to
involve them in experiential learning, they should consider GLDPs personally designed to connect self-assessment, global competencies, and long-term goal setting.
For students to thrive in an increasingly global world,
we must provide opportunities to learn, analyze, and
apply core competencies for global leadership.
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